This article discusses a pilot project that enabled a community mediation centre to also offer conflict management coaching services when it was not possible to bring both parties into mediation or when one of the parties was seeking a better way to address a dispute. The authors, experienced professional mediators and credentialed coaches, explain in detail how they developed and delivered a training programme in coaching skills for a group of the centre's volunteer mediators. The programme consisted of 16 hours of in-person training followed by virtual role-plays and mentoring together with quarterly in-person refresher trainings. Surveys of mediators who received the training and clients who received the coaching services showed that the project was highly successful, which the authors also attributed to the commitment of the centre's leadership, staff and volunteers.
effective in dealing with interpersonal conflict in both the workplace, the community and at home.
We wondered whether mediators could be taught basic coaching skills to help Party #1 change their perspective on the conflict, to prepare for mediation and/or to most effectively implement a mediated agreement? We wondered whether, given an opportunity for a one-on-one supportive, coach-like conversation with a trained mediator/coach, there was the possibility of shifting the way people approached their conflict that would then allow them to manage it in a different way. Mediation cannot occur without at least two parties being present. By its nature of neutrality, the mediator does not engage one of the parties and while there may be ample opportunity to explore the "other's" perspective, this cannot happen unless the other is present and willing to engage. What makes coaching different from mediation is the personal interaction between the coach and the participant.
As Conflict Coaches we help someone:  Examine the ways in which they currently approach conflict and help explore new ideas.
 Look at alternate perspectives.
 Expand the ways in which someone responds to conflict.
 Gain new skills.
 Build on a person's strengths.
 Become more comfortable and confident in dealing with conflict.
 Create an action plan based on what's most important for the person and is in line with their values.
 Take action and follow through on their plans.
 Prepare for difficult meetings
How is his done?
 By listening at a deep level.
 Asking provocative questions.
 Challenging self-limiting ideas.
 Providing support, encouragement and encouraging new ideas.
 Working from the premise that each of us is naturally creative, resourceful and whole.
It seemed that designing and finding a way to implement a pilot programme made sense as a way to see if we were right in our assumption that conflict management coaching could serve as an adjunct or a positive alternative to mediation. A training course in coaching was developed and offered to staff and volunteer mediators in order to test this assumption. Along with the training, participants would receive mentoring in the use of coaching techniques. An evaluation instrument was also designed to assess whether the introduction and use of coaching produced meaningful results for the mediator/coaches and their clients.
During 2012 the CCCMC in Maryland was selected to pilot the Conflict Management Skill Training for Mediators. Critical in choosing which of the many Maryland based community mediation centres would probably work best for the pilot programme was having an Executive Director who was somewhat familiar with coaching and was entirely supportive of being a part of and promoting this initiative.
We had tried this with several other communities based mediation centres. Our first effort was to train credentialed coaches in conflict resolution skills. This was an eight (8) hour training offered to participating coaches at no charge. They in turn, agreed to volunteer eight (8) hours of conflict management coaching to the participating centres.
It did not work very well. None of the three (3) Executive Directors was fully committed to seeing it work and the training was not long enough to assure sufficient skill building so that the coaches felt comfortable dealing with conflict in this way. Interestingly, we also found that many of the coaches were conflict averse, which we had not accounted for in the design of our training. In hindsight, it might have had a better outcome if we had spent time exploring their different conflict styles and strategies for managing their own responses to conflict.
To that end, and in response to the lessons learned from those earlier attempts, the coaching training course offered in this pilot programme included 4 hours of "Understanding Conflict Styles -using the ThomasKilmann Conflict Model" instrument (1974) . Taking the time to add this into the early part of the CCCMC training proved to be advantageous in that it increased the confidence of the mediators to recognize different styles and to respond in a more constructive way.
There are "crossover" skills shared by mediation and coaching which is why blending the two can often work well. Some common skills are: recognizing that the agenda comes from the "client" and focusing on what they want out of the engagement, active listening and reframing, and problem-solving. Mediation and coaching are each grounded in the basic premises of self-determination and confidentiality. Perhaps the biggest difference is in the more closely aligned working relationship that exists in coaching as opposed to mediation. Interestingly, however, having trained coaches in conflict management skills and mediators in coaching skills, we found it easier to train coaches. This was primarily due to their professional coach training which includes building an alliance with the person they are coaching. This, of course, cannot happen in mediation between parties if the mediator is to remain neutral.
The following is a summary of some of the similarities and differences between conflict coaching and mediation.
6. Mediator is neutral. The approach employed for most seeking services in the CCCMC programme involved helping them find a new perspective on the conflict they found themselves in or to develop a confidence that they could identify and stand up for their interests in this and future conflicts. When asked "What is this really all about?" the coaches help the other person peel back the layers, so to speak, to get at their core concerns. Often in doing so, it was discovered that it was something different than what had initially been presented. As noted earlier, individuals seeking coaching may want to work on ways to prevent a dispute from unnecessarily escalating, to improve their competency in conflict management, to develop stronger communication skills for a difficult conversation and other objectives that are often more about managing, than resolving an issue. In conflict management coaching, individuals hopefully learn to handle their own issues with others, and to approach dispute situations with more self-awareness and skill.
In designing the coaching process and the training curriculum, we were aware that most mediators were familiar with a step-by-step process of mediation. To that end, we designed the following six step process that closely resembled the process we had learned to use when trained as coaches:
Step #1 Establishing the Coaching Relationship
Step #2 Exploring the Client's Current Story
Step #3 Clarifying the Client's Goals or Desired Outcome Step #4 Identifying Different Perspectives
Step #5 Creating a New Story
Step #6 Forwarding the Action -Deepen the Learning.
Appendix A outlines these steps in a little more detail.
We worked closely with the Executive Director of CCCMC to design the conflict management coaching pilot programme for mediators which included who and how we would select the mediators to train. We knew that not all of CCCMC's volunteer mediators were interested in a process that differed from mediation and required one-on-one contact, including contact that might often be virtual (by phone, Skype, Zoom or other modality). Once the opportunity was described and the required commitment explained, mediators who wanted to participate were each interviewed by the Executive Director.
Before making a commitment to participate, the mediators were told they would be required to: attend the initial 16-hour training; engage in additional role plays by phone with the instructors who would assess their readiness to coach; attend quarterly 5-hour skill refresher workshops that would also address any problems or issues that arose in the use of coaching; and, make themselves available when called upon to provide the service.
The interview with each candidate was important in order to determine those who were truly committed to the project. As a result of the interview process, there were 14 mediators willing and ready to be trained.
A key to success of the pilot programme would be the adequacy and ease of the Centre's intake people to explain the service that was offered. Therefore, the intake people were included in the initial training and participated in an additional training specifically addressing the intake process. The goal here was for them to be able to succinctly explain the services offered and be able to answer questions from prospective users.
In planning the pilot programme, we as the organizers and trainers believed it would be naive to assume that everyone "gets it" after a one-off training. Therefore, we designed and provided four quarterly follow-up trainings to be held in the 12 months following the initial training. During those trainings, the mediator/coaches raised whatever concerns they had about their own performance, questions about "what should I do if….", skills the mediator/coaches felt needed more development and, role plays with observers who knew how to give constructive feedback. In our roles as trainers and mentors, we also provided continuous mentorship and support for the 14 mediator/coaches initially trained in 2012. Several of the mediator/coaches contacted us before coaching sessions seeking support and a boost to their confidence.
Evaluating the Programme
Working collaboratively with the CCCMC Executive Director, we gathered feedback each quarter in the form of written evaluations from the volunteer coaches then used their responses to design the next follow-up refresher training. This information from the participants allowed us to work diligently and thoughtfully to address the mediator/coaches' ongoing needs. By continually seeking their feedback and using that information to create further training sessions, it also encouraged them to take "ownership" of their learning.
After recruiting, interviewing, selecting, and training volunteers in 2012, the Centre designed, created and maintained a database to capture pertinent data to be used to assess and later evaluate the pilot project. The data was collected in several different ways in a manner agreed upon and designed by us in collaboration with the Executive Director. It included: Overall, the feedback was very positive on both occasions it was used. The percentage of participants' positive responses increased when surveyed at three months for every question except one which remained the same at 100% (agreed they "would recommend coaching to others"). In fact, participants responded 100% "strongly agree" and "agree" to all of the questions. We believed this might be due to the opportunity of time to practice new skills.
Since July 2012, the Centre has consistently offered conflict management coaching services to clients, provided case management and volunteer coordination by assigning, coordinating and following up with volunteer mediator/coaches who have conducted coaching sessions throughout the year, completed and submitted case follow up sheets to the Centre in a timely manner, participated in four follow up practice coaching sessions, and utilized the support of the trainers. The Centre has since designed, created and conducted 7 days and 3 month surveys with coaching participants.
We worked with the Centre to set up goals that would be a way to measure the success of the pilot programme. We suggested that the goals be written in a present perfect statement so that they could be envisioned as successes.
Goal 1: A newly designed conflict management coaching process is developed and implemented. This programme in its current iteration was designed specifically for this learning audience for all of the reasons cited earlier. There was no such programme available from which to "borrow" in whole or in part. It is unique.
Goal 2: Our staff and volunteers feel supported and competent in providing conflict management coaching services in Carroll County. Using written evaluations completed by staff and volunteers at the completion of the two-day training and after each quarterly follow-up allowed us to track and adjust the skill building we were delivering from the perspective of the trainees (mediator/coaches). Making ourselves available during the pilot year for phone consultations and case role plays also help build their coaching competence.
Goal 3: 80% of citizens who use coaching services report that coaching helps them learn new ways to deal with the current and future conflict in their lives. By surveying participants at various intervals, we were able to ascertain the sustainability of their experience and if they were able to use the skills and information they had discovered during the coaching session(s).
Goal 4: CCCMC offers conflict management coaching as an additional ADR service when mediation is not possible or desired in order to address conflict.
Results and Analysis
Goal 1: The overall significance of this project is the successful addition of conflict management coaching services at the CCCMC. The results of this pilot year show that coaching is a viable conflict management process that could be integrated into any community mediation centre's menu of services if the centre leadership staff, volunteers and trainers are committed to its successful implementation. For coaching services to be truly and consistently offered to and utilized by community members as a service in and of itself there needs to be a funding stream to account for the necessary resources to provide case management and volunteer support. Of the initial group of fourteen mediators, twelve mediator/coaches remained active after a 6-month period. Of the two who were not active; one moved away, and the other had a family situation which required their full attention.
Almost 18 months after the initial training, ten (10) mediator/coaches participated in the final evaluation and focus group to give their feedback on the pilot year. Analysis of evaluations shows the volunteers, on average, rated their level of confidence at 7.75, competence at 7.65, and experience at 7.25 on a scale of 1-10 (1 = not and 10 =very).
When asked what they needed to continue to volunteer and stay engaged, their responses in order of frequency were: referrals for services, support from the trainers (mentorship, accessibility), practice sessions and regular training.
While the volunteer mediators already exhibited excellent listening skills, one of the primary challenges in training them as coaches was to get them to have the clients "bottom line" their stories or focus on the essential elements or points about their conflict and what they might be able to change about themselves for a satisfactory outcome. Initially, the mediators seemed to feel that they were being rude to the client when they interrupted their lengthy story-telling whereas bottom lining actually helped the client focus. One of the key training questions they learned in these situations was to ask "What's important to you about this story?"
The mediators also tended to over-reflect the client's statements rather than following the client's statements with powerful questions. Over time and multiple role play and practice sessions, the mediators became much better at these coaching skills.
Goal 3:
We found 75% of coaching participants surveyed within 7 days of participating in coaching agreed coaching made a difference in how they handled the current conflict; this result was 100% for the coaching participants surveyed 3 months after receiving coaching.
Surveyed within 7 days of participating in coaching, 88% of participants agreed the coaching process helped them determine what was important to them. This percentage increased to 100% when surveyed 3 months later.
Surveyed within 7 days of participating in coaching, 94% of participants agreed they would use coaching again. This percentage also increased to 100% when surveyed 3 months later.
Somewhat surprising was the change in participants' willingness to use mediation. Participants surveyed 3 months after coaching were more willing to use mediation for future conflicts than they were before using coaching and 69% of coaching participants surveyed within 7 days of participating in coaching agreed coaching helped them learn new ways to address conflicts. This percentage increased to 71% when surveyed 3 months later. This was an indication that timing might be something to be considered in terms of measuring a participant's readiness to be coached.
During the pilot period, nineteen people received coaching services. Through follow-up surveys they indicated they felt heard by the coaches, the process helped them to figure out what was important to them, coaching made a difference in how they handled the current conflict, coaching helped them to learn new ways to address conflict, and they would participate and recommend coaching to others.
Goal 4:
Following the pilot project, CCCMC engaged in an outreach and marketing strategy which included coaching as a stand-alone service. The marketing effort in 2014 reached at least 1500 people who were informed or educated about coaching services in Carroll County through those outreach efforts. The overall significance of this project is the successful addition of conflict management coaching services at the CCCMC.
The results of this pilot year showed that coaching is a viable conflict management process that could be integrated into any community mediation centre's menu of services if the centre leadership, staff, volunteers and trainers are committed.
Additional Lessons Learned
We learned that for coaching services to be truly and consistently offered to and utilized by community members as a service in and of itself, there needs to be a funding stream to account for the necessary resources to provide case and volunteer management. Under the current funding model for community mediation centres in Maryland, centres would be resistant to offering coaching services over mediation services because it could adversely impact grant funding levels. If conflict management coaching is marketed aggressively over time to the citizens, businesses, and organizations in the community, it could potentially be utilized more than mediation.
The CCCMC continues to offer conflict management coaching to the Carroll County community as it did throughout the pilot year and intends to explore funding opportunities to sustain the programme.
The experience of the trainers in training community mediators to provide coaching services can inform and assist potential future coaching trainings for mediators. Training those who are already serving as coaches to work with clients in conflicts appears somewhat easier than training mediators in the skills of conflict management coaching, primarily because conflict management coaching is a subspecialty of professional coaching and involves a very different process and skillset than the co-mediation model used by most mediation centres in Maryland.
A challenge for any centre offering a new service is getting people to agree to use the service. The CCCMC worked hard at marketing, promoting and educating community members, organizations and businesses about conflict management coaching services throughout the pilot year. However, one thing the CCCMC says it will do differently is to pre-market the service, letting the community know it is coming. Starting to market the service after volunteers and staff were trained meant there was a time period with no referrals for newly trained mediator/coaches, which we addressed by having regular practice coaching sessions for volunteers.
However, if they had been marketing the service for three months prior to starting the pilot, they would have had a better chance of having actual referrals immediately after they started offering the service.
Training of new staff members is another consideration. Volunteers come and go. Initially CCCMC staff participated in the coaching training. However, when the CCCMC experienced a change in personnel, the new staff member had not received the same benefit. Ideally, everyone (volunteers and staff) who answers the centre's phone, conducts intake, conducts outreach, or has contact with potential and past mediation participants should complete the same training as the conflict management coaches. An alternative strategy, when the full training is not feasible, is to have the staff person receive coaching services as a client and debrief with the trainers immediately afterwards. We did this when a new intake person was hired by CCCMC some months after the pilot period ended.
Upon reflection, what might make this an even richer experience in the future would be for us to videotape role-plays of the mediator/coaches so they could observe themselves and be their own critics of their newly developed skills. As trainers, we know the value of having trainees see themselves in action as they are learning. We all have preconceptions of how we are doing, whether or not those are accurate, which they usually are not. In an ideal world, we would be able to give them the valuable feedback visually and not just orally or in opens up possibilities and options they are not able to "see" in their current perspective.
Step #5 Creating a New Story:
Once you have listened to their story (at level 3), they have clarified their goals for this conversation and identified a perspective in which they feel most confident they can meet their goals (or at the very least move closer to them) you need to use your intuition and the information you have gathered (spoken and non-verbal) to determine what is needed here. Before you move down a specific road, check it out with your client. For instance: "It looks as though you need a little guidance on how to have that conversation?" Here are some probable "roads" (This is a metaphor).
Step #6 Forward the Action -Deepen the Learning;
Forwarding the Action part of this last step is about "doing". 
PLEASE FILL OUT THIS SURVEY AFTER YOU HAVE COMPLETED YOUR CONFLICT COACHING SESSIONS
1. The intake person at the mediation center 2. clearly explained Conflict Coaching to me.
2.
The Coach treated me with respect.
3. I felt listened to and understood by the Coach. 
